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Background 
 
As a result of voter approved propositions in the late 1950s and early 1970s, the 
Municipality of Metropolitan Seattle (Metro) was created and assumed the powers to 
operate sewage treatment and public transportation systems in an area whose 
boundaries were co-terminus with King County’s.  The newly formed regional 
government was governed by a federated legislative body composed of elected officials 
from King County government, city governments within King County and sewer 
districts within King County.  The service area for sewage treatment has since been 
expanded by contract to include part of Snohomish County. 
 
In 1990, the U.S. District Court for the Western District ruled that the federated 
governing body of Metro violated the one person, one vote principle of the Equal 
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Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution..  Cunningham 
v. Municipality of Metropolitan Seattle, 751 F.Supp. 885 (1990).  As a result, the 
elected leaders from local governments who formed Metro’s governing body convened 
a “summit” to discuss the court mandated changes to Metro’s governance.  The leaders 
decided that, rather than modify the governance structure of Metro or create a new 
government entity with directly elected officials, King County would assume the 
powers and duties of Metro.  The existing King County government would satisfy the 
“one person, one vote” test of representation. 
 
In 1992, voters approved a proposition that authorized King County to assume the 
powers and duties to operate sewage treatment and public transportation.  Three 
Regional Committees were established by charter amendment as part of the merger of 
King County and Metro: 
 
1. the Regional Water Quality Committee (RWQC) to consider regional policies and 

plans affecting sewage treatment and related WQ issues;  
2. the Regional Transit Committee (RTC) to consider regional policies and plans 

affecting public transportation; and 
3. the Regional Policy Committee (RPC) to consider other kinds of regional policies 

and plans. 
 
The compromise was a deliberate attempt to preserve some elements of the federated 
governance structure of the old Metro, i.e., inclusion of officials from cities and sewer 
districts among committee membership.   Because, among other reasons, the Regional 
Committees were advisory to the King County Council, the federated composition of 
the committees did not have to meet the constitutional test of “one person, one vote.”   
 
The equal number of King County Council members and other government 
representatives on the committees was intended to give both the appearance and the 
substance of balance in voting power to each to the two sets of members.  Despite 
passage of the initiative that reduced the number of King County Council from 13 to 
nine members, the size and composition of the Regional Committees has remained the 
same.  While the number of councilmembers has decreased, the number of bodies on 
which they serve has increased, with the result that a substantially greater time 
commitment is required of each councilmember than before the Council was downsized. 
 
In brief summary, key components of the political compromise embodied in the Charter 
language creating the Regional Committees were: 
 

• Equal voting power between directly elected King County Council members and 
elected officials of cities and sewer districts appointed to serve on the 
committees; 
 

• Scope of subject matter within the purview of the committees limited to 
“regional policies and plans” which in application has excluded budget, 
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operational, labor and personnel matters; and 
 

• Requirement for re-referral of proposed legislation back to a Regional 
Committee if the full council votes to amend legislation proposed by the 
committee. 

 
Amending the Charter to Improve Regional Committees 

 
The 1996-1997 Commission noted structural and attitudinal problems that were 
preventing the Regional Committees from functioning as forums for regional issues.  It 
recommended the following: 
 

1. Allow the appointing body to designate alternate representatives to the 
Regional Committees. 

2. Allow the Regional Committees to select their own chair and establish their 
own operating procedures. 

3. Delete the term "countywide" to avoid confusion with the term "regional" 
which is also used in Section 270. 

4. Allow the Regional Committees to initiate their own legislation. 
5. Require the Metropolitan King County Council to respond to Regional 

Committee recommended ordinances within 90 days (amend, reject or 
approve) or the matter would be referred to the voters. 

 
By unanimous vote, the Commission recommended these Charter amendments to the 
King County Council for placement on the ballot in November 1997.  The Council took 
no action on these recommendations. 
 
With respect to the existing Composition of the Regional Committees, as set forth in 
Section 270.10, each Regional Committee consist of 12 voting members, six of whom 
are from the County Council appointed by the chair of the council.  These six members 
include councilmembers from districts that have residents living in unincorporated areas.  
The remaining membership on the Regional Committees is composed of the following: 
 

For the Transit Committee and the Regional Issues Committee 
• Six members that are local elected city officials appointed from and in proportion 

to the relative population of: 
1. The city with the largest population in the county appointed by the 

legislative authority of that city; and  
2. The other cities and towns in the county. 

 
For the Water Quality (WQ) Committee 
• Two members appointed by the special purpose districts providing sewer service 

in the county in districts representing a majority of the population within the 
county 

• Four members from local government appointed from and in proportion to the 
relative population of  
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1. The city with the largest population in the county appointed by the 
legislative authority of that city; and  

2. The other cities and towns in the county. 
 

Cities, good government groups and individual citizens have raised concerns that the 
Regional Committees are not working to meet their intended objectives, that is, to give 
cities and sewer districts a substantive voice in the consideration of regional policies 
and plans.  Most of the amendments proposed by citizens during the CRC’s public 
outreach process called for strengthening the role of these groups on the Regional 
Committees.  In addition, the CRC heard comments arguing for the inclusion of two 
American Indian Tribes and parts of Snohomish County served or affected by sewage 
treatment capital expansion and operations.   
 
Finally, the CRC heard from King County Councilmember Larry Phillips representing 
the King County Council about the need to lower the number of councilmembers on 
each regional committee while maintaining the balance of voting power between 
councilmembers and other regional committee members.  Councilmember Phillips said 
he suggested this change because of the increased time commitment required of each 
councilmember as a result of the downsizing of the Council and the increasing number 
of governing bodies on which councilmembers are being called upon to serve.  
 
Charter amendment proposals for improving Regional Committees fall into three broad 
categories:   

1. proposals for increasing the authority of the Regional Committees; 
2. proposals for making the Regional Committees more representative;  
3. proposals for making Regional Committees more efficient and responsive; and 
4. a proposal to decrease the size of Regional Committees while maintaining the 

balance of voting power on the committees. 
 
 
1.  Proposals for increasing the authority of the Regional Committees 
 
The CRC heard comments about the need to increase the autonomy and authority of the 
Regional Committees.  Some speakers at the subcommittee’s November 5th meeting 
recommended that the Charter spell out some of the structures of the Regional 
Committees and that the WQ Committee be restructured and possibly modeled after the 
city of Seattle’s Operating Board.  Citizens and representatives of organizations made 
three specific recommendations:  

 
A. Allow each Regional Committee to select its leadership 

 
The Charter is silent on this subject.  Since the creation of Regional Committees, the 
chairs have been selected by the King County Council as part of its annual process 
during which it selects Council Chair, Vice Chair and other standing committee 
chairs and vice chairs.  The Suburban Cities Association (SCA) and some members 
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of the public at large have proposed that each Regional Committee select its own 
chair and vice chair.   
 
On this issue, the Council is expected to continue to support a councilmember 
serving in the capacity of chair.  According to Councilmember Phillips, the 
designation of a councilmember as chair has functioned well, and, in fact, the 
Regional Policy Committee has a role in selecting its chair. 

 
B. Allow each Regional Committee to develop its own work program 

 
The Charter is silent on how work programs are approved.  The SCA has proposed 
that the Regional Committees set and approve their own work programs. While 
there is clear  Charter language concerning powers and duties of Regional 
Committees to address “proposed ordinances and motions” upon referral by the 
council, the Charter is less than clear in describing Regional Committee authority to 
initiate work programs that have not been referred by the full council.  In addition, 
the City of Bellevue recommends that Regional Committees be empowered to 
create and approve their own work plans 

 
C. Mandate full King County Council consideration of and vote on all legislation 

recommended by Regional Committees 
 

The City of Bellevue recommends that the Charter be amended to clarify the role 
and responsibility of Regional Committees to initiate legislation.  The Charter 
contains no explicit requirement that the Council take action on proposed legislation 
recommended by a Regional Committee.   The Charter language on powers and 
duties of Regional Committees requires the full council to refer back to a Regional 
Committee any amendments the full council wants to make to legislation reviewed 
or proposed by that committee before the full council takes final action (270.30). 
The public expressed concern, however, that the King County Council in practice 
simply “pocket vetoes” legislation proposed by Regional Committees by refraining 
for taking any action.  In consultation with Council, the Regional Governance 
Subcommittee may consider Charter amendments that accomplish the following: 

 
• Give Regional Committees the explicit right to initiate legislation as part 

of their requested right to approve work plans; and 
 
• Obligate the full council to consider and bring to a vote legislation 

proposed by Regional Committees. 
 

Regarding the concern that the Council is not responsive to Regional Committees 
and the suggested need for an ordinance to require the Council to consider Regional 
Committee recommendations within a mandated timeframe, Councilmember 
Phillips said that he is not aware of this being an issue in the RWQC, the committee 
with which he is most familiar.  Regarding the issue of whether the scope of 
responsibility of the Regional Committees should be expanded, Councilmembers 
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Phillips stated that the Regional Committees have been heavily involved in water 
quality issues, and that regional plans and policies are fair game for the Regional 
Committees, but that operational and budget issues are not appropriate issues for the 
Regional Committees to consider. Operational and budget issues are within the 
purview of the Council.  Mrs. North proposed that suitable specifications could be 
established by ordinance and the Charter amended to compel the council to respond 
to otherwise legitimate Regional Committee concerns. 
 

 
2.  Proposals for making the Regional Committees more broadly representative 
and/or altering the balance of voting power within the Regional Committees 
 
In the November 5th meeting of the Regional Governance Subcommittee, members 
heard presentations by six spokespersons of organizations that have vested interests in 
representation on Regional Committees (Appendix 1).  Several of the speakers 
encouraged the CRC to amend the Charter in ways that would enhance representation of 
cities and sewer districts on the Regional Committees.  In addition, the CRC heard 
testimony from the public about the need to increase the representation on Regional 
Committees.  Councilmember Phillips stated that whatever reforms the CRC 
recommends, it is important to preserve the balance of voting power that is currently in 
place, while maintaining and facilitating broader representation.  

Recommendations included the following: 

A. Reduce King County Council seats on the Regional Committees, since it acts as 
final arbiter of any recommendations put forth by the Regional Committees (SCA); 

B. Identify Bellevue as a unique municipality that deserves a seat on each of the 
Regional Committees (Bellevue, Seattle); 

C. Consider structure and operations of each of the three Regional Committees as 
distinct relative to roles and responsibilities (Seattle);  

D. Preserve the collective power of the county municipalities by not giving Bellevue a 
voting position on the Regional Committees (SCA); 

E. Maintain the current Charter language with respect to selection of special district 
representation and ensure that all King County sewer districts are represented on the 
WQ Committee; 

F. Preserve the level of sewer district representation while providing opportunities for 
Tribal and Snohomish County participation without voting rights (Sewer Districts); 
and 

G. Downsize the Regional Committees while maintaining relative voting power, 
possibly by allocating ½ votes to some entities in order to preserve the balance of 
voting power, while and increasing the number of entities represented 
(Councilmember Phillips). 

The CRC heard testimony on four recommendations in particular.  The following 
provides detailed information about these recommendations and their implications: 



 

CRC Regional Committees 
M. Wilkins and B. Spithill 
Last saved 12/12/2007 

7

 
 Add tribal representation to one or more Regional Committee(s) 

 
On the issue of which Regional Committee(s) should have tribal representation, the 
CRC could recommend adding representation to any one or all of the committees.  The 
extent to which tribes have an interest in various committees is unknown.  They may 
have an interest in the Regional WQ Committee because sewage treatment affects tribal 
fisheries.  In addition, they may have an interest in the Regional Policy Committee 
because it may consider regional open space and other regional issues which may affect 
tribal land and animal habitat. 
 
On the issue of how to select tribal representatives, there are at least two alternative 
approaches:  Allow tribes to pick one person to represent all tribes who assert treaty 
rights in King County; and allow each tribe to appoint a member to the regional 
committee.  The most difficult issue is whether to add tribal representation as non-
voting or voting members.  Adding voting membership has significant implications for 
the voting balance that was established in the original composition. 
 
 Add representation from south Snohomish County, possibly reducing sewer district 

representation on the Regional Water Quality Committee 
 

The County Executive, through the Department of Natural Resources and Parks, has 
proposed adding one individual to represent the interests of that area of south 
Snohomish County that is served and/or affected by King County’s sewage treatment 
capital expansion and operation.  This proposal could reduce existing sewer district 
representation from two seats to one seat, so that the overall size of the voting 
membership would be unchanged.  There has been some question regarding whether the 
State Metropolitan Municipal Corporation enabling statute and other applicable laws 
would allow membership from outside King County’s boundaries.  While there is no 
clear direction on this issue provided in current law, it can generally be said that the 
degree of legal risk would be in direct proportion to the member's authority to affect 
legislation involving metropolitan functions.  

 
Proponents of Snohomish County representation, which include the City of Bellevue, 
argue that Snohomish County membership is justified in part by the projected increases 
in share of sewer service provided inside Snohomish County and decreases in share of 
service to King County sewer districts.  According to representatives of the sewer 
districts, however, that increase of nine percent of the next 20+ years is not significant 
enough to justify a voting role in Regional Committees.  King County sewer districts 
oppose providing Snohomish County a seat on the WQ Regional Committee if it 
requires a reduction in sewer district voting membership.   

 
One alternative might be to preserve the current level of sewer district representation 
and add Snohomish County representation to the committee as non-voting.  This 
approach would avoid upsetting the existing balance of voting power.  It would likely 
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not satisfy Snohomish County interests in securing a seat at the table. [Has Snohomish 
ever indicated such an interest?] 
 
 Reduce the total number of committee members   

 
Councilmember Phillips proposed that the committee sizes be reduced while 
maintaining the balance of voting power; this was supported by the City of Bellevue.  
Reducing the membership of the Regional Committees from 12 to 10 or eight members 
and reducing to three members King County Council representation, while reducing the 
time commitment required of the nine-member King County Council, would reduce 
their relative voting power by half, which they may oppose.  If a reduction were 
proportional, i.e., if city and sewer district representation were also reduced, these 
interests would likely oppose the change.   

 
 Amend the Charter to alter the existing composition of Regional Committees  

 
A number of recommendations were made about how the composition of the Regional 
Committees could be changed to make possible broader representation.  An additional 
criterion for Regional Committee could be based on relative populations of King 
County subunits:  Unincorporated rural, unincorporated urban, suburban cities, and 
Seattle.  The six seats for suburban jurisdictions could be allocated by population.  The 
following graphs show the various populations of subunits in King County: 
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The City of Bellevue proposed making the Regional Committees representative of 
different subunits of the county.  Bellevue recommended as a possibility the following 
allocation of a total of 13 seats1:   

 Three seats to the King County Council, representing the county at large; 
 Three seats to the City of Seattle; 
 One seat to Bellevue as Metropolitan City2; and  
 Six seats for suburban jurisdictions chosen by the current method in the Charter 

 

                                                 
1 Letter from John Chilminiak, Deputy Mayor of Bellevue, November 20, 2007 
2 Bellevue recommended that cities that reach a percentage of county population be designated as 
metropolitan cities and eligible for a seat on the Regional Committees 
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In contrast, the sewer districts proposed the following composition for the WQ 
Committee for a total of nine seats: 

 Three seats to the King County Council, representing the county at large 
 Two seats to the City of Seattle 
 Two seats to the SCA 
 Two seats to the Sewer Districts 

 
In written testimony summary, the sewer districts indicated that this composition was 
supported by members of the WQ Committee, including cities of Seattle and Bellevue, 
as well as the SCA.3  It is not clear, given the recommendation above, whether Bellevue 
takes issue with the sewer district’s proposal for composition of the Regional 
Committees. 

 
Finally, Councilmember Phillips recommended the following partial composition for an 
indeterminate number of seats on Regional Committees: 

 Three seats to the Council, representing the County at large; and 
 Three seats to the SCA and any other entities, with the possibility of fractional 

votes to allow broader representation. 
 
In response to a suggestion that the charter be amended to allow the structure of the 
Regional Committees be prescribed by ordinance rather than by charter, 
Councilmember Phillips cautioned that voters will tend to oppose legislation that does 
not provide a measure of certainty.  He therefore recommended that if a charter  Charter 
amendment were proposed along the lines suggested, a complementary ordinance 
should be proposed at the same time so that it can be vetted by stakeholders before it 
goes to the ballot.     

 
It is unclear what the composition of Regional Committees should be in order to ensure 
representation.  Nevertheless, any Charter amendments could defer to ordinance the 
specific allocation of seats while identifying specific criteria for Regional Committee 
composition.   
 
3.  Other proposals for changing Regional Committees  
 
The SCA had additional proposals for changing Regional Committees.  The King 
County Council has had a long standing practice of referring proposed legislation to 
more than one committee, and this has applied to some legislation referred to Regional 
Committees.  SCA proposed that the King County Council establish clear criteria for 
dual referrals consistent with the intent of the Charter provisions for the Regional 
Committees.   
 
In addition, the SCA recommended that the Charter be amended to assign review of 
policies and standards for levels of local services in urbanized unincorporated King 
County to the Regional Policy Committee (SCA).  The intent of this proposal is to 
                                                 
3 Letter from Tom Peadon, General Manager, Coal Creek Utility District, November 5, 2007 (letter 
received November 26, 2007)  
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facilitate phasing out of the subsidy of services to urbanized, unincorporated King 
County provided by the taxpayers and rate payers of cities.  According to SCA, the 
King County Budget Office has documented a sizeable subsidy.  So long as property 
owners and voters in urbanized, unincorporated King County receive services in excess 
of the taxes and fees they pay, they will have little incentive to approve annexation 
measures.  Sonny Putter, SCA representative argued, however, that issues of annexation 
cannot be addressed in the Charter.  

 

Recommended Process for Advancing Proposals to Improve Regional Committees 
Edited from Mike Wilkins email to members  
 of the Regional Governance Subcommittee 

 
Representatives of the County Council, cities and sewer districts should negotiate 
an agreement.  This would require the following: 
 an ordinance detailing the substantive portfolio and operating procedures for the 

Regional Committees and their relationships to the full Council; and 
 an amendment eliminating much of the detail about Regional Committees that is 

currently in the Charter. 
 
Reasons for this approach include the following: 
 a detailed set of Charter amendments prepared unilaterally by the CRC and 

presented to the County Council is not likely to be placed on the ballot and/or to get 
voter approval; 

 a negotiated agreement could result in a ballot proposition and a corollary ordinance 
which would have the support of most, if not all, the stakeholders before the election.   

 This would make possible a package of amendments, some in the Charter and others 
in a companion ordinance that gives the County Council some of its desired changes.   
For example, the County Council wants Charter amendments that shrink the number 
of County Council members who serve on the committees and that increase the time 
period between Executive delivery of a proposed budget and Council approval of a 
budget.  The latter is not directly related to regional committees but it could be 
included as part of a package.  The cities want changes that strengthen the advisory 
roles of the three regional committees. 

 
Changes to the Regional Committees composition (by Charter amendment or 
corollary ordinance): 
 
a) Reduce from 12 to six members the size of the Regional Committees with the same 

relative voting strength and with modifications allowing city and special districts to 
more than three members but with reduced vote weight (.25 instead of .5).  The 
latter would allow cities and districts to retain the same number of individual 
representatives without affecting the original balance of voting power. 

 
b) Add voting representation to the Regional WQ Committee for Snohomish County, 

part of which is a customer of and impacted by the County's sewage treatment 
system.   
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c) Reduce the voting representation of sewer districts on the WQ Committee  in 

recognition that the relative size of their "retail" sewage collection systems is 
diminishing while south Snohomish County's and most cities' is increasing.  If this 
kind of change is approved in conjunction with Councilmember Philips' proposal to 
shrink the size of committees, the same kind of fractional voting power would apply. 

 
d) Add tribal representation to one of more of the committees.  Given the unique legal 

status of tribes and the desirability of maintaining the overall voting balance in the 
original agreement which led to the creation of the regional committees, the tribal 
representation could be added with non-voting status.   

 
Changes to the Regional Committees procedures to strengthen advisory roles (by 
Charter amendment or corollary ordinance): 
 
a)  Allow regional committees to elect their own chairs and vice chairs.  Unlike the 
County Council's standing committees which are comprised entirely of directly elected 
County Council members and therefore should be subject only to the Council's rules on 
selection of committee leaders, the regional committees were created in large part to 
give voice to other stakeholder local governments.   
 
b)  Allow regional committees to approve their own work programs for the same 
reasons as above. 
 
c)  Allow regional committees by majority vote to initiate motions and ordinances that 
the full Council will consider and take to a vote, provided that the subject matter stays 
within the bounds of "regional plans or policies." 
 
d)  Give the Regional Policy Committee specific charge of reviewing and making 
recommendations on policies governing service standards and levels to urban, 
unincorporated King County, i.e., the areas that could be annexed to cities.  Such 
policies would guide the preparation and adoption of "local service" budgets for 
urbanized, unincorporated county areas. 
 

Conclusion 
The public and stakeholder organizations regard the Regional Committees as having 
unrealized potential to advance the regional interests of King County.  The three 
primary proposals for improving Regional Committees include increasing their 
authority; making them more representative; and making them more efficient and 
responsive. 
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The CRC received specific recommendations from a number of citizens and stakeholder 
organizations that provide options for changing the composition and size of committees, 
and for changing procedures in order to strengthen the role of the committees. To date, 
the Regional Governance Subcommittee members have before them a plan of action 
that calls for a combination of ordinance(s) and Charter amendments in order to 
improve Regional Committees. 
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Appendix I:  Positions of Stakeholders (as presented at the November 5, 2007 
meeting of the Regional Governance Subcommittee and other communications) 

 
Deputy Mayor John Chelminiak representing the City of Bellevue [see attached letter]  

 

Councilmember Richard Conlin, Seattle City Council: 

         Supports ensuring sufficient representation of cities and sewer districts by 
reducing representation of the King County Council;  

         Recommends variable treatment of each of the three Regional Committees, 
since each has distinct roles and responsibilities; and 

         Proposes that the power and authority of committees be increased and that the 
WQ Committee be restructured and possibly modeled after the city of Seattle’s 
Operating Board.  

 

Sonny Putter representing the Suburban Cities Association [see attached letter] 

         Supports reducing representation of the King County Council, since its position 
is given special weight by its role as final arbiter of any recommendations put 
forth by the Regional Committees; 

         Opposes Bellevue having a position on the Regional Committees distinct from 
the SCA, because it dilutes the collective power of county municipalities; and 

         Argues that issues of annexation cannot be addressed in the Charter. 

 

Mian Rice, City of Seattle:  

         Supports giving Bellevue a voice on the Regional Committees due to its 
prominence in the county; 

         Identifies as a main challenge how to fill seats on the Regional Committees if 
King County Council representation is reduced; and 

         Promises to transmit a formal position from the mayor and the city council 
within the week. 

 

Tom Peadon, Coal Creek Utility District (CCUD) representing King County Special 
Districts of the Washington State Association of Sewer and Water Districts: [see 
attached letter] 
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